Interpersonal Attraction

A fundamental dynamic of interpersonal attraction is similarity.  The age-old saying, “birds of a feather flock together,” is indeed true.  According to the similarity effect we have a predisposition to like people who share the same beliefs, values, morals, attitudes, hobbies, and personality as us.  Additionally, the importance of similarity seeps into other facets of life such as social class, religion, ethnic background, age, and education.


More specifically, similarity profoundly affects those whom we select as mates, and this is called the “matching principle.”  This principle asserts that, “in dating and marriage, people tend to have partners who are similar to themselves in attitudes, values, ethnic backgrounds, religion, social class, education, and many other personal characteristics.”  Accordingly, we have a propensity to like those similar to us because there are usually more rewards than costs.  It’s safe to say that people similar to us enhance our own confidence because they will agree with our ideas and views which inadvertently gratifies our own self-righteousness.


The cognitive consistency theory is yet another exemplar as to why we gravitate toward similar others.  This theory maintains that we need to like people that enjoy the same things we do in order to sustain a balanced relationship with them.  Appropriately, it is psychologically uncomfortable to like someone and yet disagree with them about rudimentary issues.  So, in a valiant effort to maximize cognitive consistency we are partial to those who support our views and avoid those who disagree with us.  Thus, we are more prone to initiate and maintain flourishing relationships with those whom we perceive as akin to ourselves.


Finally, the “expectancy-value theory” provides yet another clarification for the similarity effect.  Certainly we would all love to date someone who is rich, famous, and gorgeous, but in all likelihood we will end up with partners who resemble ourselves.  This ideal is concurrent with the expectancy-value theory of decision making, especially when it comes to mate selection.  However, this theory is also applicable to maintaining relationships in terms of weighing pros and cons for our choices and the possible rewards that may result from those choices. 


Furthermore, there are three mechanisms that cause people in relationships to have similar attitudes and beliefs.  The first, “selective attraction,” maintains that we just don’t bother to establish relationships or friendships with those whom we perceive as radically different from ourselves.  The second, “social influence,” insinuates that as time passes, we consequently become more and more analogous with our friends and/or partner.  Indubitably, “environmental factors,” the final mechanism, affects this process significantly because our friends and/or partner are frequently in similar social situations which often profoundly influence their actions.


My personal experience with others involving the similarity effect is best illustrated through my relationship with my ex-boyfriend.  The relationship lasted two years, and was an extremely intense, young love, which was even volatile at times.  Matt and I were similar in almost every single aspect of our lives.  We shared the same values, personalities, family backgrounds, age, and excelled both academically and athletically.  Not only did we both play soccer and excel with it into the collegiate arena, but it was also the centerpiece to our world.  Our athletic abilities also created yet another similar characteristic, competitiveness (which also proved to be divisive at times).  With all this in mind, I believe it’s safe to say that Matt and I were the epitome of the “matching principle.”


Clearly, the cognitive consistency theory is extremely evident in our relationship.  Whether consciously, or unconsciously, part of the reason Matt and I were together so long had to have something to do with the fact that there were so few people like us.  Due to our athletic aspirations, neither one of us drank, used drugs, or did anything of that sort.  Unfortunately, these days, kids like that seem to be a dying breed in high school.  Therefore, not only were Matt and I bizarrely alike, but there honestly were very few people like us.  


Unquestionably, people are bound to have dissimilarities where one person may value something profoundly more than the other person.  In these instances that person may attempt to take on the other’s values in a bold effort to please them.  Matt placed a great deal of value on manifestations of religion, whereas I was more private about my spirituality.  This is where I believe I applied the “expectancy-value theory” to my relationship.  In an attempt to please Matt and further enhance our relationship I became more of a proponent of religion.  Although this did not take permanently with me, it certainly persisted throughout our romantic involvement.  It is with this in mind that I propose the expectancy-value theory can be applied to the continuation of relationships instead of only the initiation of relationships.


The longer people stay together the more compromising that occurs, and one of the offshoots of all the compromising is that the longer people stay together, the more alike they become.  This is unmistakably another form of “social influence,” one of the three mechanisms that cause people in close relationships to have similar attitudes.  At the beginning of our relationship Matt was nauseatingly persistent about maintaining all of his friendships with a certain group of girls.  The difference between Matt’s relations with girls and most other guy’s, is that Matt was extremely charismatic and consequently these girls wanted more than just friendship.  As a result, I dubbed this group of girls his “harem.”  Obviously, these girls became a legitimate concern of mine and huge point of conflict with Matt.  Fortunately, as time went on I realized that his insistence on maintaining relationships with the “harem” was merely a product of his own insecurities.  With this realization, I put an end to my incessant condemnation of his relationship with this group.  As a result, our relationship improved dramatically.  It was our commitment, understanding, and compromising that brought us through all the petty stuff toward a more rewarding relationship.  

From the very beginning Matt and I were very good friends due to all we had in common.  It was all the things that we shared that brought us together and from there the intimacy developed.  In fact we did all the things that best friends would do as well as those things more associated with a romantic boyfriend/girlfriend relationship.  Consequently, I would classify our relationship as “companionate love” because we were in fact such great companions.  This is most likely why Matt and I remained incredibly close after we broke up and will likely remain “companions” for the rest of our lives.  

